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Abstract 
Most organisations concerned with art, heritage or media are situated “outside” the education system but do have educational 
goals. Several authors have argued that partnerships between those organisations and schools can have a positive impact on 
classroom ACE (e.g. Bamford, 2006). While an increasing number of studies examine those benefits and evaluate partnerships 
from the point of view of schools, teachers and pupils (e.g. Rowe et al, 2004), little is known about the “anatomy” of partnership 
strategies (Abeles, 2004) and how to strengthen sustainable ACE partnerships from the perspective of cultural and youth 
organisations. Using a SWOT-analysis, we explored these topics for Flanders (Belgium). The extent to which culture 
organisations engage in  partnerships was estimated through a survey of all subsidized cultural and youth organisations (N=1063, 
response= 59.1%). Results show that cooperation is inherently linked with ACE (e.g. teaching artists, museum visits, etc.). Off all 
the organisations working on ACE, 90.5% is involved in partnerships. 31,7% of the ACE offer by those organisations is tailor-
made for schools. Motives and barriers for successful ACE partnerships were traced using interviews (17 interviewees) and focus 
groups (46 participants in 4 groups). The open and informal approach of the learning process, the explicit use of the lived 
experience of pupils and the challenging methods of cultural specialists are considered essential drivers for successful 
partnerships with schools. Financial constraints, inadequate accommodation in schools, time constraints, scheduling difficulties 
and the teachers’ lack of overview of what cultural and youth organisations have to offer, are the most important factors 
hindering ACE collaboration with schools as perceived by external cultural and youth organisations. These SWOT-elements can 
shape the ground for new policy strategies. 
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1. Introduction: partnerships between cultural organisations and schools – research and practice 
Most organisations concerned with art, heritage or media education are situated “outside” the formal education 
system although these organisations have explicit educational goals. One could even claim that, historically, cultural 
organisations were established with education at the heart of their mission because in most cases cultural 
organisations are offering and enabling people to acquire some type of cultural knowledge or understanding of 
culture (Holden, 2008). Based on this, it seems self-evident that cultural organisations (including artists, craftsmen, 
designers and other cultural or arts professionals or mediators) on the one hand and the formal education system 
(schools, school managers, teachers) on the other hand often work in close cooperation. These partnerships can lead 
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to a wide variety of educational activities or initiatives (e.g. teaching artists, museum workshops for schools, 
“tandem” teaching where artists and regular teachers teach simultaneously, etc.). Research in the US shows that 
throughout the past thirty years there has been a significant growth in the number of partnerships of this type 
(Colley, 2008). 
 
Several authors have argued that strong partnerships between the cultural sector and education can have a positive 
impact on art and cultural education (ACE) (Aspin, 2010; Catterall & Waldorf, 1999). For some researchers an 
active partnership between cultural organisations and schools is even considered a basic and fundamental 
assumption or a key characteristic for quality ACE (e.g. Bamford, 2006; Lauret & Marie, 2010; Wimmer, 2009). A 
small but growing strand of literature investigates the exact benefits that cooperation and joint responsibility by 
cultural organisations and schools can lead to.  Here are some of the benefits that are put forward: 
 
Benefit Reference  
Cooperation can create a sense of community involvement and cohesion Aspin, 2010 
Partnership can strengthen the arts education infrastructure within schools Carlisle, 2011 
Partnership on an organisational level and on a personal level (teachers and 
artists) can increase the effectiveness of arts based projects in terms of 
outcomes and educational experiences 
Bamford, 2006; Harland, 
Lord, Stott, Kinder, Lamont, 
& Ashworth 2005 
Partnership benefits student development Catterall & Waldorf, 1999 
Partnership can increase family and parental involvement in their children’s 
school community and in the daily educational processes 
Bamford, 2006 
Partnership has a positive impact on the teachers’ instructional practice, it 
revitalizes them and improves their school climate 
Catterall & Waldorf, 1999; 
Remer, 2010 
Partnership brings together different professional backgrounds and different 
types of professional expertise and therefore strengthens the professional 
development of all stakeholders 
Wimmer, 2009; Carlisle, 
2011 
 
Even though it is generally agreed that close partnerships between cultural organisations and schools have a number 
of benefits on different levels, the literature on how such cooperation should take place on an operational level is 
scarce. In other words, while an increasing number of studies examines the benefits of and evaluate partnerships 
(e.g. Rowe, Castaneda, Kaganoff, & Robyn, 2004), little is known about the “anatomy” of partnerships (strategies 
and structures) (Abeles, 2004) and how to strengthen sustainable ACE partnerships.  
This article wants to make a contribution by fleshing out this matter from a specific point of view. When the 
beneficial effects of partnerships between cultural organisations and schools are examined, frequently the emphasis 
is on the way schools, teachers or pupils experience this collaboration and on the specific outcomes for them. There 
has been relatively little attention for the cultural organisation side of the collaboration. The perspective of cultural 
organisations should however not be overlooked because, as Lauret and Marie (2010) state, both the educational and 
the cultural world need each other and ACE will fail when there is a high level of motivation among schools while 
cultural institutions lose sight of the educational mission of those schools or ignore the practical possibilities within 
the school program. So, sharing the responsibility for the delivery of quality ACE implies looking closely at the 
possibilities and barriers for partnerships from both the perspective of the schools and the perspective of the external 
cultural organisations. 
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2. Research questions and rationale 
This article examines, from the point of view of cultural institutions, the extent to which partnerships between 
cultural organisations and schools are deployed. It also examines the reasons why this type of partnerships does or 
does not emerge. These are the four research questions addressed in this paper: 
 
• To what extent do subsidized cultural organisations collaborate with schools for ACE? 
• What are the main internal and external drivers for the ACE partnerships between cultural organisations 
and schools? (strengths and opportunities) 
• What are the main internal and external barriers hindering ACE partnerships between cultural 
organisations and schools? (weaknesses and threats) 
 
The value of answering these questions lies in the fact that the answers offer a better understanding of how ACE 
partnerships function from the point of view of cultural institutions. This understanding might drive the 
improvement of collaboration on an organisational level. The analysis we put forward might also inspire policy 
makers and authorities to bear in mind that although ACE partnerships might be a part of the DNA of cultural 
organisations (Holden, 2008), still carefully planned policy strategies are necessary (e.g. funds for cultural 
organisations to work in schools) to facilitate successful partnerships (Remer, 2010). 
The remainder of this article will be as follows. First, the data collection strategy is described. The sections 
thereafter describe the amount of collaboration, the characteristics of those cultural institutes who tend to engage in 
ACE partnerships, the drivers stimulating and the barriers hindering ACE collaboration between the cultural and 
educational sector. The last section provides some concluding remarks. 
3. Methods and data 
The degree of ACE partnerships was estimated through a survey of all subsidized cultural organisations in 
Flanders (Belgium) (N=1063, response= 59.1%). Not only were the organisations able to indicate in the survey to 
which extent they are involved in ACE but also how they are involved (e.g. reasons for ACE, art forms, type of 
partnerships, effects identified by the cultural organisations). The survey database also includes organisational data. 
Information on motives and barriers for successful ACE partnerships was collected using one-to-one interviews 
(number of interviews completed: 17) and focus groups (46 participants in 4 focus groups) with stakeholders 
working in cultural institutes (such as museums, art centers, music clubs, cultural centers, community centers, youth 
organisations). For the interviews and focus groups, semi-structured interview schedules were used to elicit 
information on how cultural organisations perceive the way ACE is and should be organised in both the cultural and 
educational sectors separately and in partnership. The qualitative data were categorized and prioritized in a SWOT 
framework. Through the application of a SWOT analysis we were able to trace the strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats of ACE partnerships in such a way that we were able to identify the pre-requisites of 
successful ACE cooperation between cultural organisations and schools. In this article we will map the most 
important characteristics of ACE partnerships dividing them roughly into two categories: the main arguments for 
enhancing ACE partnerships (strengths and opportunities) and the main factors hindering joint working (weaknesses 
and threats).  
The field research started in February 2011 and continued until June 2011. 
4. The current state of play: extent of ACE partnerships between cultural organisations and schools 
The first research question focuses on the amount of ACE partnerships between cultural organisations and schools. 
Our results show that, from the perspective of cultural organisations, cooperation is inherently linked to ACE. Of all 
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the cultural agents reporting to be involved in ACE (91.9% of all the surveyed organisations), 90.5% was part of 
some kind of partnership during the last year. The survey results also confirm a strong tradition of cooperation 
between the cultural sector on the one hand and the formal educational sector on the other. When cultural agents 
were asked what share (percentage) of their ACE offer was tailor-made for the formal education system (schools in 
pre-primary, primary, secondary or tertiary education), the average percentage given was 31,7% (median: 20.0%). 
Not surprisingly, the percentage of ‘ACE tailored to formal education‘ is different for the different types of 
subsidized cultural organisations. The results suggest that especially cultural centres (mean: 37.0% / median: 
35.0%), libraries (mean: 50.7% / median: 50.0%) and heritage organisations (mean: 35.3% / median: 20.0%) have a 
large amount of ACE activities specifically for schools. Libraries mainly work for and with primary schools. 
 
A regression analysis taking a series of organisational characteristics into account, as well as characteristics with 
respect to the ACE offer, the way the organisation operates, the reach of the organisation and their needs, was 
deployed to predict the share of the ACE offer that is explicitly tailored for the formal education system,. Four of the 
significant effects will be discussed here.  
A first effect implies that the larger the share of ACE activities that is tailored to education, the more the cultural 
organisation perceives itself as a partner in offering ACE (B=10.45, SE=4.66, p<.05). Other possible roles that did 
not hold a significant relationship with the criterion, were for example: coach, initiator, intermediary, trainer, etc. 
This result fits in logically: the more they organise ACE for schools, the more they feel like a partner.  
Secondly, cultural organisations that work more for/with formal education, report to have a bigger share of ACE that 
aimes at intiation rather than specialisation (B=0.22, SE=0.10, p<.05). When cultural organisations cooperate with 
schools, it is logical that they develop ACE activities aiming at all children in the school or class, irrespective of 
their talent, foreknowledge or previous experience. Finaly, the more their ACE offer is developed for schools, the 
more cultural organisations use games as a methodology to realise ACE (B=10.55, SE=4.76, p<.05). The use of 
more games to implement ACE in schools is an understandable choice as it is about the most easily accessible 
method they can deploy. It is however not the only choice. Numerous possibilities in which the cultural sector meets 
formal education were mentioned during the interviews and focus groups: a museum game, a dance initiation as a 
community school activity, a heritage walk, a multimedia project with a school, a pedagogical study day on arts 
education for teachers and teachers in training, an artist visiting a school, a school play with subsequent discussion 
in the cultural centre, an artistic-educational installation in the play area, a visit to an artist’s studio, etc. It was also 
mentioned that the amount of ACE partnerships and networks between cultural organisations and schools is growing 
rapidly. 
 
The respondents indicate that there are several elements causing this growth. First of all cultural organisations are, 
more than ever before, stimulated to be involved in cultural projects with schools. The ministry of Culture as well as 
the ministry of Education give an impetus to cultural organisations to reach young people by tying in with formal 
education and vice versa (through funding schemes such as Dynamo3 stimulating schools to make a long-term 
vision on arts and cultural education and to collaborate with other institutes). Secondly, the position of schools in 
society has been and still is changing. The classic divisions between ‘at school’ and ‘in your spare time’, 
‘educational offer’ and ‘cultural offer’, ‘school programme’ and ‘family programme’, etc. are blurred. The idea that 
schools interact more with society and with out-of-school agents like artists and cultural organisations is not new 
(Cummings, Todd, & Dyson, 2007). The respondents indicate that there is a growing awareness though among 
school managers and teachers that the only way to prepare children for the society of tomorrow is to educate them in 
today’s society. This idea gives rise to another look at schooling and encourages schools to look beyond school 
walls and school hours (organizing school-linked art programs, community-oriented education, etc.) The 
respondents are convinced that this bridge between classroom education and out-of-school culture is an excellent 
opportunity for ACE partnerships.  
5. Main arguments for ACE partnerships identified by cultural organisations (the S and O of the SWOT) 
As argued above ACE partnerships are becoming increasingly common. Or as one interviewee from a cultural 
organisation points out:  
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“Culture is knocking on the door of Education to come in, and Education is knocking on the door of Culture to come 
in.”  
 
Of course, not everybody is willing to open up the doors for co-operation and partnership.  
 
“Arts education partnerships have been around for a relatively long time. They have grown in popularity as a 
strategy for engaging the community’s arts, cultural, and higher education resources in public education. There are 
both strengths and weaknesses in teaming up with one or more partners, and the success of this strategy depends on 
the ability of the partners to bond, blend, and share blame as well as praise.” (Remer, 2010, p. 90) 
 
Several arguments for ACE partnerships emerged from the interviews and focus groups with the cultural agents. 
Most of them are related to the educational added value of such partnerships. The argument that is mentioned most 
often is the specific approach to ACE that cultural organisations take. These organisations consider learning 
processes more contextualized and more activity- and experienced-based (e.g. looking at a real piece of visual art 
that students have selected themselves in a museum) than in formal education where ACE is likely to be more 
decontextualised and stimulated by the teacher only (e.g. watching a small copy of a painting in a textbook the 
teacher selects). So the organisations argue that they have other resources, in this case the painting in a museum, 
than teachers who mainly depend on classroom materials, and that they use these resources in another way. Hence, 
the fact that cultural organisations are able to relate more directly to arts and culture than schools are able to do, is 
considered a strength of ACE partnerships. As one respondent argues: 
 
“Cultural education [offered by cultural organisations] is often a reflection of an explicit artistic liveliness in a 
cultural organisation.” 
 
Secondly, more than teachers and schools tend to do, artists and cultural organisation use the lived experience and 
personal imagination of the pupils. They challenge the pupils in different ways than teachers, they say. The 
interview data also show that a lot of cultural organisations strongly belief that the pupils experience  their challenge 
differently. The reason is that cultural agents have a different identity than teachers due to their background: the 
more flexible structure they work in is not determined by specific educational or developmental goals. As a 
consequence, cultural organisations usually articulate little or no ‘musts’ with regard to the characteristics, skills and 
attitudes gained by the pupils. Artists, craftsmen, designers and other cultural or arts professionals use a subtly 
different language and usually have a different artistic view than teachers. All of this suggests that cultural agents 
differ from teachers in their ACE style or the way they deliver the artistic or cultural content to the pupils. They add 
a different and more personal, some even say more “passionate”, quality to ACE. Bringing another, more learner-
focused and individualized type of ACE into the classroom, is considered an internal quality of cultural 
organisations (interpreted as a relevant key strength in terms of SWOT) and also a main driving force for ACE 
partnerships between cultural organisations and schools. This is in line with recent research (Seidel, Tishman, 
Winner, Hetland, & Palmer, 2010). The perspective of cultural organisations on this might however not be in line 
with the perspective of the schools. From their perspective, the more informal teaching methods with little emphasis 
on specific educational goals might be interpreted as a weakness, as these informal teaching methods might also 
result in learning experiences that are disconnected from experiences they usually have in the classroom. 
 
“One key difference in the perspectives of schools and arts organizations concerning the partnership obstacles they 
face is that more than half of the schools said that arts organizations are not accommodating their needs. Although 
arts organizations offer many programs that seem to address schools’ needs—programs offered on-site at the 
school, during school hours, and sometimes free of charge—schools also have a need for programs that help them 
meet educational goals.” (Rowe et al., 2004: xx) 
 
A third and less commonly articulated element that seems to incite cultural organisations to embark in ACE 
partnerships with schools is the effect such partnership can have. Through those partnerships cultural organisations 
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are able to stimulate the permeability between school-based education on the one hand and extracurricular education 
and participation in arts and culture on the other hand. This is an opportunity for them because, by creating ACE 
partnerships, the cultural organisations are able to attract new (future) audiences and increase awareness among the 
children and their parents. 
 
6. Main barriers for ACE partnerships identified by cultural organisations (the W and T of the SWOT) 
One of the main weaknesses of the cultural organisations investing strongly in ACE is that they do not offer clear 
information on what they have to offer. They realize that (new) teachers in particular lack overview. In words of one 
of the respondents: 
“For a new teacher, new in school, it is not easy to get to know possible partners in arts and cultural education and 
to get these possible cultural partners to collaborate with you.” 
In addition to that, cultural agents do not succeed in clarifying the added value of their offer to possible partners like 
schools. As a consequence, schools and teachers do not know exactly what to ask or expect from them. The 
respondents argue that this is a matter of inadequate information but also a matter of inadequate cooperation 
between cultural organisations. According to them it is a huge challenge for the cultural organisations to prepare and 
follow-through a joint communication strategy about their ACE offer for schools.  
A threat for close and sustainable ACE partnerships is that cultural organisations find this type of cooperation 
(especially ‘tailor-made’ cooperation or real joint-venture partnerships) time and labour-intensive which often 
causes it to be a loss-making activity. A lot of cultural organisations also experience scheduling difficulties when 
planning ACE activities within schools.  
This struggle with limited financial resources is a concern of both the cultural and the educational partners. 
According to a survey of Rowe and colleagues (2004) insufficient funding is mentioned by most arts organisations 
as well as by most schools when they were asked about the main challenges for arts partnerships. Of course, as some 
respondents indicate, it is possible that financial constraints are sometimes mentioned by schools as an alibi to mask 
their  unwillingness to make an effort for ACE or not willing to reach out to the cultural sector.  
A third element that is mentioned by cultural organisations is the lack of appropriate accommodation in schools. For 
instance, the size of class rooms might hinder quality arts teaching. The lack of resources, such as a stage, decent 
lighting and furniture, is seen as a threat for partnerships. In the words of a respondent:  
“A lot of schools think that cultural education can take place in every space or room. But not all the class rooms are 
well equipped for art teaching for instance. There should be enough space, there are some technical prerequisites, 
the layout and design of the room is important… You don’t expect a soccer team to play in some polyvalent hall. 
Why do you expect a cultural organisation or artists to do so?” 
7. Conclusion and discussion 
This research clearly shows that cooperation is inherently linked with ACE. Off all the cultural organisations 
working on this type of education, 9 out of 10 was involved in one or more partnerships during the last year. 
Obviously schools are important ACE partners for cultural organisations. When asked how much of their learning 
offer is organised for or in schools, the cultural organisations report an average of 31,7%. This demonstrates that 
school-friendly programs are becoming a common practice among cultural organisations.  
The qualitative evidence in our research indicates that the amount of ACE partnerships between cultural 
organisations and schools is growing. This means that more organisations and more schools are part of ACE 
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partnerships. Most likely, this is due to policy development which attempts to create more and closer ACE 
partnerships between schools and out-of-school agents through for instance extended school programs. Another 
explanation derived from our data, is the growing awareness among cultural organisations of their possible added-
value for in-school ACE education. In fact, they consider their open and informal approach of the learning process, 
their explicit use of the lived experience of pupils and the challenging methods of cultural specialists essential for 
good ACE in schools. These are, from their point of view, the main opportunities and strengths for future 
collaboration.  
In his publication ‘Culture and learning: Towards a new Agenda’ John Holden quotes a professional cultural 
mediator working in cultural education saying: 
 
“Be aware that partnerships are essential but tricky.” (Holden, 2008:38) 
 
According to our interview data, this simple quote reflects well what many cultural organisations in Flanders think: 
there might be good opportunities and good arguments for cooperation, but joint-planning and carrying out activity-
oriented tasks together is not always easy. In many cases it might lead to “short-term and tokenistic involvement” 
(Bamford, 2006), “occasional occurrences” (Lauret & Marie, 2010:24) or just “simple transactions” (Rowe et al., 
2004:xxii) and nothing more. In order to stimulate partnerships to be more than that, cultural organisations should 
develop easy-to-access integrated information concerning what they have to offer, not just in terms of what they can 
supply but also in terms of a demand-oriented approach. Practical or institutional barriers like financial and time 
constraints and inadequate accommodation in schools are also important barriers hindering solid ACE partnerships. 
These are threats and not weaknesses since these elements are not solely in the hands of the cultural organisations. 
Especially financial constraints seem to hang like a dark cloud over many partnerships. The negative impact of 
financial constraints can’t be changed by the cultural agents and schools only. Policy makers have an important 
responsibility here as well. If they agree that ACE partnerships have a positive impact on pupils, they should be 
working on ways to convert these threats into opportunities for both cultural agents and schools. In other words, the 
findings reported in this paper argument for the development of policy strategies that promote partnerships. The 
findings go beyond the fact that partnerships are beneficial, but explore how partnerships can function and how 
different agents, like schools and cultural agents, can look upon partnerships differently. Future studies are needed 
to further explore the generalisability of our findings. A SWOT analyses has shown to be a good method to 
categorize the characteristics of ACE partnerships. 
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